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Sugatha Menon

ou know
you are in
Tamil Nadu if
the first thing
that hits your
eyes are larger-
than-life billboards
of politicians. This time
It was a beatific Union Minister
Azhagiri, beaming down at Madurai from
every street, sharing space with him
was this blissful newly wedded couple,
couldn't figure the link though! | was
looking for some local flavour beyond
the politician billboards and got plenty
of that too. Madurai is a riot of colours.
From the women on the streets who
incidentally don’t sport the famous
cotton Madurai Sengudi sarees, but



the brightest of bright synthetic sarees Thirumaya temple. A few grassy steps flowering frangipani tree and open from

to textile stores’ window displays to the away stands a grand Banyan tree under top! Wasting no time, | change and get
vegetable markets, practically one in which some foreign guests are taking into the cool pool, when | look up | see
every street, with juicy red watermelons, yoga lessons, surely an idyllic setting an azure sky framed by ancient trees
tiny fluorescent green bitter gourds to for yoga. and | spend my time listening to the
white fragrant mounds of the famous rustle of the leaves and a delightful
Madurai malli (jasmine), to brightly painted  DIPPING INTO LUXURY symphony of bird songs. | then decide
homes and internet cafes...colours were I've been allotted a villa, a villa with a to spend the evening exploring the hotel
everywhere! Not that I'm complaining, plunge pool! Whoopee! The villa roof grounds. | step out into the balmy air
colours are great mood lifters! is tiled in a shade of burnt sienna, and and the fragrance of the eranji flowers

fills my senses, | spot a lovely canopy of

RICH HERITAGE

an eranji tree just outside my villa. | am
The Heritage Madurai hotel is my instantly transported to my childhood
destination. | reach there post 10 kms holidays in Kerala where | would spend
of drive and it's a case of love at first hours under this tree gathering the

T o ; .

agh}t. he hot;ﬂ |slan oagfs of selr)er;ny. The b@dfoom Opeﬂs s::]ente(;jﬂbrown|sIhdan;jhcream star .
All 17 acres of it. It is as if somebody . shaped flowers, | do the same now! It's
has pressed a mute button on the city's to the most dellg hthL a warm day and as | walk | can feel the
sounds, | drink in the refreshing silence. - heat rising from the earth like a warm
A huge stone urn filled with pink hibiscus Slg ht’ d D LU ﬂge DOOL blush. | can put down this walk as one
and cream frangipani welcomes me fashioned in the temp[e of the best spent in solitary splendour!
outside the reception area, which is a . Back in my room, I'm pleasantly
throwback to the days of the Raj. | learn tan k Styte Wlth d deCk surprised to find a large bowl! of Madurai
of the connection soon, that Heritage Cha | run d er a ﬂOW@ ri ng Malli flowers by my bed, it's a charming
Madurai is the former British Madurai

a . practice of the hotel to present the
Club, designed by the renowned architect fra n g | D ani tre e guest every evening with it.

!
FACING PAGE TOP: A VIEW OF THE PLUNGE POOL AT HERITAGE MADURAI, BOTTOM AN ANTIQUE
CHETTINAD DOOR THIS PAGE TOP LEFT: THE VILLAS AT HERITAGE RIGHT: THE MAIN SWIMMING POOL
BOTTOM A PART OF THE RECEPTION

Geoffrey Bawa and which has now been is along a stone paved corridor with
restored by a Sri Lankan architect Vinod pillars and long rattan benches... it
Jayasinghe. Close to the reception is a doesn't get more colonial than this!
beautiful antique Chettinad door. It adds The room is plush with the luxuries
a huge dollop of character to the lobby. of a five star hotel, and the bedroom
‘ There is a large swimming pool fashioned opens to the most delightful sight, a
on the typical temple tanks of south India, plunge pool fashioned in the temple
ts inspiration being the temple tank of tank style, with a deck chair under a
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MADURALI'S DIVINE LIFELINE
§, the first thing on my
i visit to the Madurai
kshi temple. It is most of the
he sole reason for tourist visits!
ple for want of a better word
best described as stunning. It is
ave undergone many changes
)0 year history.
t visit here was a decade ago
has changed since then, for
Built in 1569, the temple
houses 14 towers, including
gopurams for the main deities
I Shiva and his beloved consort
Meenakshi.

f

hitecture and the energies
mple are awe-inspiring and
. As you enter the temple

you are greeted with the sweet

f roses and jasmine garlands
g the favoured flower of
for Goddess Meenakshi),
vibhuti and incense sticks.
vomen in dazzling silks, with
ed babies on their hips, men
\undus with a single minded
tting a good darshan, their
ing for a glimpse of the
1idy of the temple, Meenakshi
l'he sanctum sanctorum doors

dst a frenzy of chants and you
standing there in all her radiant
ight that prompts everyone
Id their hands collectively
Once through with the
t's a good idea to walk around

MIDDLE: TH
BOTTOM: ¢

the temple complex or sit by the
large temple tank and soak in the
divine atmosphere.

MEANDERING IN MADURAI

We drive around the streets of Madurai,
as walking in the fiery afternoon is sure
to bring on a heat stroke! We get off

to visit the Thirumalai Nayak Mahal, a
palace built in the 17th century by King
Thirumalai Nayak. A classic fusion of
Dravidian, Islamic and European styles.
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It could have been better maintained.

| have this strong urge to try out the
Jigardanda, ever since | heard about

it from one of the receptionists of the
Heritage Hotel, she had convinced me
that | would be missing out on a great
culinary treasure if | didn't. | push my
guide, the cheerful Front Office Manager
of Heritage, Poornima, to take me to a
stall serving one. One sip of the milky
pinkish coloured drink takes me to
familiar territory, | realize it is the good
old falooda we have back home in
Mumbai and the name could actually
be Jigar thanda, loosely translated,

to mean heart cooling, but given the
creamy richness of the milk and the
sweetness it would be more of a heart
congealer! Nevertheless, full marks
for taste! After a quick stop to pick up
the famous Madurai Sengudi sarees,
we drive back to the hotel, and | head

A PERFECT PASTORAL PICTURE

straight for my very own plunge pool! I'm
sure I'll get withdrawal symptoms about
it once I'm back home!

DESTINATION CHETTINAD
Today's agenda features a visit to
Chettinad. About one and a half

hours away from Madurai, Chettinad
is that little pocket of Tamil Nadu
which conceals in its bosom a very
rich package of heritage and culture.
Chettinad consists of 75 villages and
is the cultural home of the Chettiars, a
merchant community whose men are

known for their astute business sense A STEP-BY-STEP ACCOUNT OF
and women for their thrift and culinary THE MAK'NG OF THE ATHANGUDl
excellence. We go there to get a taste TILES, UN'QUE TO THE VILLAGE OF

of the local flavour and visit the famed
mansions of the Chettiyars. ATHANGUD' lN CHETTINAD
As we cruised along the silk-like
national highway roads, whizzing past
banana and paddy fields, a rock that
looked like a pachyderm in repose to
our affable driver Raju, picture perfect
pastoral scenes of cows grazing,
cowherds watching the world ge by,
women drawing water from well,
exactly the kind of images one had
conjured in school when the topic for
drawing was A Village Scene. We stop
at a teashop which has the trademark
yellow bananas hanging outside, and
is a hangout for the local folk. We see
school kids rushing home with their
satchels and raising up a dust storm
with their eager-to-get -hnome run. Now

Chettinad is that little
pocket of Tamil Nadu
which conceals in

its bosom a very rich
package of heritage
and culture

we've truly left the hustle and bustle of
Madurai far behind, and entered a zone
where the occasional sounds of traffic
are interspersed with peacock cries
and other unidentifiable bird songs.
Here for every five houses there is one
temple. Our first stop, no prizes for
guessing, is at a temple. The Vairavan
Kovil. This temple looks like any other
temple by a tank that we've seen so far,
from outside, but it belies the beauty - i
of what lies inside! Sadly photography A :

isn’'t permitted or you would have known IS LEXT: THE FAGTORY

RIGHT: MUTHURAMAN, CREATOR OF
what | am talking about. The temple THE TILES
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